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In late October, President Ernesto Zedillo's administration caved in to protests from the federalworkers labor organization Federacion de Sindicatos de Trabajadores al Servicio del Estado (FSTSE)
and agreed to present end-of-term bonuses to government employees. The end-of-term bonus,
traditionally the equivalent of a month's pay, was used by former presidents Miguel de la Madrid
and Carlos Salinas de Gortari to reward federal workers for their loyalty during their respective sixyear terms.
Zedillo, who will complete his term Dec. 1, initially declined to offer government employees the
bonus because the 2000 budget approved by Congress at the end of 1999 did not include funds for
these special end-of-term payments. The president had included the bonus in the proposed budget
he sent to Congress, but this line item was eliminated in the final version approved by Congress.
Negotiations on the 2000 budget were especially difficult because legislators had to reduce
expenditures in some areas, including administrative costs, to compensate for increased funding of
social programs and education (see SourceMex, 2000-01-12).

Workers stage nationwide strikes
Zedillo's decision not to offer the bonuses prompted the FSTSE to organize a series of
demonstrations and work slowdowns around the country. Demonstrators blocked traffic in major
metropolitan areas like Mexico City, Guadalajara, Monterrey, and Puebla, as well as medium-sized
cities like Hermosillo, Campeche, and San Luis Potosi.
Federal workers also partially shut down some government services including mail delivery,
customs inspections, and some hospital care to press their demands. Some FSTSE member unions,
like the Controladores de Transito Aereo, had threatened to bring the issue before the labor
arbitration tribunal (Tribunal Federal de Conciliacion y Arbitraje).
After six days of demonstrations and heated debate in the Mexican Congress, the Zedillo
administration decided to change its policy and seek the funds to give the bonus to federal workers.
"There is a willingness to find a constructive response to this problem," deputy finance secretary
Santiago Levy told reporters after a meeting with legislators from the major parties represented in
Congress.
Legislators reportedly proposed that the Zedillo administration use funds from increased oil-export
revenues and unspent money from the 2000 budget in various government agencies to pay workers
the bonus. The exact amount of the bonus has not been determined, although initial estimates from
the Secretaria de Hacienda y Credito Publico (SHCP) place the total cost to the government at about
5.4 billion pesos (US$563 million).
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Even though legislators presented a united front during their meeting with Levy, debate on this
topic has been acrimonious. During debate in the Senate, legislators from the long- governing
Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) and the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica
(PRD) urged the administration to immediately reverse its policy regarding the bonus. "We demand
that the federal executive find funds, regardless of whether they come from a normal budget
accounts or from a surplus, to immediately pay federal workers their rightful end-of-session bonus,"
said PRI Sen. Fidel Herrera.
The PRI and PRD also took the opportunity to question how Zedillo could approve large sums of
money to pay the transition team for President-elect Vicente Fox and forego payment of the bonus to
federal workers. The conservative Partido Accion Nacional (PAN) came out in support of the bonus
but criticized the PRI and PRD for using the issue in a "populist" manner. "The responsible course
of action is to send this matter to the finance committee (Comision de Hacienda)," said PAN Sen.
Gerardo Buganza.
During the demonstrations, many federal workers also directed their anger at FSTSE leader Joel
Ayala Almeida and other union leaders who had agreed to the congressional decision to eliminate
the bonus. "At this moment, federal government employees no longer trust Joel Ayala," said Juan
Velazquez Cira, one of 16 FSTSE leaders. "That's why we have decided to take matters into our own
hands and call a national mobilization."
But Ayala, who also represents the PRI in the Mexican Senate, was instrumental in convincing the
administration to change its mind. He pressed the FSTSE's case during meetings with Finance
Secretary Jose Angel Gurria Trevino and Interior Secretary Diodoro Carrasco.

Bonus has little popular support
Still, some political observers said the strike by federal workers received very little sympathy from
the Mexican public. "For most Mexicans, the bureaucrats don't deserve this type of incentive," said
columnist Juan Nieto Martinez of the Mexico City newspaper La Prensa. "They behave like despots,
they are inefficient, and the majority are corrupt."
Some commentators said public anger at the federal- workers' demands could be the catalyst for Fox
to proceed with a proposal to greatly reduce the government payroll and restructure the country's
civil service. [Note: Peso-dollar conversions in this article are based on the Interbank rate in effect on
Nov. 11, reported at 9.59 pesos per US$1.00] (Sources: CNI en Linea, 10/26/00; The Washington Post,
10/27/00; Reuters, 10/29/00, 10/30/00; The Dallas Morning News, 10/27/00, 10/31/00; Associated Press,
10/26/00, 10/30/00, 10/31/00; Notimex, 10/30/00, 10/31/00; Novedades, Excelsior, 10/27/00, 10/30/00,
10/31/00; El Universal, La Jornada, Reforma, El Economista, El Financiero, 10/27/00, 10/30/00,
10/31/00, 11/01/00)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

